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Summary 

Summary: key points

 The governance of the French health and medical research system is complex 
due to the high number of institutions involved in:
• the definition of the main strategies of the French health and medical 

research system;
• the implementation of these main strategies in scientific priorities and R&D 

programmes;
• health-related research activity.

 The scientific performance of the French health and medical research system 
shows signs of weakness because:
• its scientific contribution to the world stock of knowledge is declining;
• its scientific output lacks visibility at the world level.

 Several recent evaluation reports have called for a reform of the French health 
and medical research system, notably to:
• better define the responsibilities of institutions in strategic planning;
• improve the programmatic decision process;
• strengthen research in universities and university hospitals.

 

This documented briefing gives an overview of the French health and medical research 
system. It provides an account of the main decision-making, executive and research bodies 
within the system. It also examines various aspects of process and performance, including 
the funding of public biomedical research, execution of R&D expenditure by the different 
public research institutions, the stock of biomedical researchers in the public sector and 
scientific output in medical research and related research fields. 

The analysis of the French health and medical research system shows a complex structure 
due to the high number of institutions involved and their multiple roles. Three main 
categories of institutions can be distinguished according to their functional role in the 
system. 

 Decision-making bodies. Many institutions – including several ministries, 
regional and local authorities as well as public research institutes – contribute to 
the definition of the main strategies of the health and medical research system and 
to the allocation of R&D budgets to achieve its mission. 

 Executive bodies. Numerous institutions – including ministries, funding 
agencies, public health agencies, foundations and public research institutes – 
participate in the implementation of the main strategies of the health and medical 
research system in scientific priorities and R&D programmes. 
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 Research bodies. Both academic and mission-oriented institutions are involved in 
biomedical research, ranging from universities (including university hospitals) to 
public research institutes and foundations. 

Examination of various aspects of the process and performance of the French health and 
medical system reveals the following. 

 R&D funding. In 2003, R&D spending on public biomedical research amounted 
to €2,737.9 million, which represents around 20 per cent of the national R&D 
effort on public research. The higher education sector and public research 
institutes constitute the bulk of funding in public biomedical research, thanks to 
the general grants that they receive from ministries such as the Ministry of Higher 
Education and Research, Ministry of Health, Youth and Sport and other public 
authorities. 

 R&D performance. Public biomedical research is conducted predominantly in 
academic institutions, including universities (excluding university hospitals) and 
the National Centre for Scientific Research (Centre National de la Recherche 
Scientifique; CNRS). Despite its critical mission in the health and medical 
research system, the National Institute of Health and Medical Research (Institut 
National de la Santé et de la Recherche Médicale; Inserm) performs only about 15 
per cent of total public biomedical research. Moreover, university hospitals only 
execute a small share of public biomedical R&D, although they are the key players 
in clinical and translational research. 

 Researchers. In 2005, 10,677 researchers (full-time equivalent) were involved in 
public biomedical research, representing 22 per cent of the stock of researchers in 
the public research sector. More than two-thirds of the researchers work in 
universities (including university hospitals) and at CNRS. 

 Scientific output. French scientific output in medical research and related 
research fields such as fundamental biology shows weaknesses compared to other 
large European countries, and lacks visibility at the global level. Part of these 
weaknesses can be explained by the low scientific performance of universities 
(including university hospitals) in these research fields compared to public 
research institutes, including Inserm and the Atomic Energy Commission 
(Commissariat à l'Energie Atomique; CEA), as well as foundations such as the 
Institut Pasteur (Pasteur Institute). 

The French health and medical research system has been evaluated by different agencies 
and committees. The conclusions from these reports underline the extreme complexity of 
the governance of the system which may hamper its scientific performance, and suggest 
government initiatives to reform the system. 




